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Yalobusha Review

Tatjana Soli

Tiger, Tiger, Burning Bright
I
For two weeks it had been raining, unrelentingly, torrentially, apocalyptically,
in the far northernmost part of Quang Tri province. Lieutenant Colonel
Jackson "Jack" Hackerman was sitting on his cot, one booted foot ankle deep in mud, the other foot bare and exposed as he scraped the necrotized
skin off his toes with the blade of his Swiss army knife. Damn heat, damn
rain, everything wet and swelling and rotting all the time. Thank God he was
about to ship out; otherwise, pretty soon he’d have ended up scraping his
damn face off. When Major Samanski walked by his tent carrying a wooden
case of’43 Latour, Lt. Col Jack called out to him. “Where’d you get ahold
of that?”
“Delivered straight from the cellars of General Duc for the farewell
dinner.”
“Doesn’t that just take the cake?” Duc had gotten rich during the last
years of war, moving who knew what — opium, heroin, Lt. Col. Jack had
even heard rumors of cinnamon — up and down the godforsaken spine of
this little rain-drenched, malaria-infested country. “Probably drinks it down
with that sauteed paddy rat he served us the other night.”
Major Samanski set the case down on a chair next to the cot and took off
his cap, wiping away the rivulets of rain coursing down his face, curling
behind his ears, and soaking his shirt collar. Lt. Col. Jack noticed that
Saminski’s long, slack cheeks were turning the same greenish white as the
dead skin on his own toes, and he’d been in Quang Tri two months longer
than Lt. Col. Jack.
Samanski coughed. “I don’t know if it’s important at this juncture, but I
just got a report from the village that an old man was mauled by a tiger.”
“A tiger,” Lt. Col. Jack said. “Imagine that.”
II

That night, over

candlelit table of silver and china, Samanski served the
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third bottle of Latour and then bowed his way out of the mess tent.
“You’ll have to excuse the poor accommodations,” Lt. Col. Jack said.
He knew his voice sounded falsely modest, but he was proud of the prime rib
and baked potatoes, the sauteed carrots and New York cheesecake that had
been choppered in from Danang expressly for this dinner.
General Duc demurred from complimenting and simply lifted up one of
his tiny, exquisite, patent-leather boots from the ground. Lt. Col. Jack could
hear, and knew General Duc heard, the distinctive sucking sound of the mud.
Despite the wood planking and sand bags it was impossible to stop it oozing
in, flowing over any obstacles put in its way, smothering and shellacking
everything in a coat of dull, rust-colored mud.
“You should have come to dine at the villa,” Duc said finally. “I’ve had
every leak sealed. Dry as a nun’s lips. I myself am like cat. hate to be
wet.”
“Speaking of which, I hear you have tiger problem.”
Duc leaned back in his chair and hoisted both little black boots up on
the table, crossing his legs delicately at the ankles.
Lt. Col. Jack scoured his memory furiously but couldn’t remember. Was
it in Viet Nam or Thailand where it’s considered an insult to show the soles
of one’s shoes to another person? He decided to take an ironic tack. “Well,
once we pull out, the NVA are going to trash this province. Least I can do is
help you with a little kitty problem.”
Duc lit the Cuba Libre cigar he had been offered. “I will miss you, my
friend. If the communists defeat us, we’ll be reduced to eating rice.” Duc
laughed, a high-pitched, girlish, hysterical laugh that almost made Lt. Col.
Jack look forward to the purgatory of his future at Fort Polk.
“Yes,
sad you have to leave,” Duc continued. “And I was just
thinking of introducing you to the younger sister of my third mistress. A
beauty, with lips like lotus blossoms.”
That was the final straw, Lt. Col. Jack thought: Duc’s censors had read
the divorce papers his wife had just served him.

III
The next morning Lt. Col. Jack was laid up in bed, hungover from the
six bottles of Latour he and Duc had finished off the night before. His foot
was now infected. The doc had salved up the raw skin that Lt. Col. Jack had
exposed, and he was loath to put sock on and walk around in his wet,
moldy boots. He called in both Samanski and the NCO and demanded a
Course of Action plan be drawn up on the “tiger issue,” as he put it.
Half an hour later, they came in with a sheet of paper.
“What I’m thinking,” the NCO said, “is that we do it by including the
villagers. Send a couple of lieutenants down to help dig out a punji trap.
Cover it with a false floor, tie up some local livestock on top of it, boom!”
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“Carry out the objective! Dismissed!”
Alone, Lt. Col. Jack lay his head back on the pillow and wallowed in the
fresh self-pity overtaking him. They were pulling up camp in three days,
leaving Quang Tri altogether, a new man coming to replace Lt. Col. Jack.
His meteoric rise to the oak leaves of Lieutenant Colonel had been followed
by a prolonged stagnation during the war, and now it would soon be over the dream of the eagle of full colonel, much less the pipe dream of a silver
star.... In the solitude of his tent, he’d even entertained the wet dream of
brigadier general. This war-his war, the only war he’ get-was ending. He
could almost smell the enemy hordes bunching along the border, but the
powers-that-be had tied his hands, reduced him to digging latrines for the
local populace and exterminating felines. You don’t get oak clusters digging
toilets. Well, by God, before he left at least he would take care of this one
source of oppression against the villagers.
Late that night, Lt. Col. Jack was awakened by the blood-freezing squeal
of an animal being slaughtered. “What the hell was that?”
“The pig, Sir,” Samanski replied, still at his table in the corner of the
tent, doing paperwork.
Lt. Col. Jack nodded, turned over, and, feeling pleased, slept the sleep of
the righteous.
But the next morning, as equipment was being loaded in trucks, the
beginnings of dismantling camp while the sun pounded the thickening,
stinking, drying mud, General Duc drove up in his jeep with a villager, an old
man who immediately began yelling when the vehicle stopped.
“Choi Oi" Lt. Col. Jack hissed under his breath. “What the hell!”
Duc bounced out of the jeep, waving a riding-crop back and forth in front of
Lt. Col. Jack’s face, as if clearing the air of a cloud of noxious mosquitoes.
“So sorry to intrude, my friend. It seems like we are having little problem,
the little problem becoming that Mr. Nguyen’s pig is gone, and the punji
trap, she is empty.”
“Empty?”
“Yes.”
“And the pig —?”
“Gone.”
“Well, maybe it ran away.”
“Alas, no. There was blood. There was a tail.”
“Jesus—”
“Mr. Nguyen, he feels he was misled in donating the pig in question,
since he was given every indication, the indication that there would be no
possibility that the surveilled tiger, she would not be caught.”
“I don’t know what to say,” Lt. Col Jack said. “These things happen.”
“Mr. Nguyen understands that. As long as you and the US Army are
willing to pay him restitution.”
“You want the US Army to pay for his pig?”
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“Well... yes, that would be very nice, thank you. Won’t you come to
dinner at the villa tonight?”

IV

Lt. Col. Jack called an emergency meeting with Major Samanski and the
NCO, a young, red-haired boy from Iowa named Peters. “Look, we got two
days left here. We’re going out heroes, hear that? I’m having dinner with
Duc tonight, and I want that cat’s head served on a platter by the time I’m
drinking my brandy. Di di, mau!"
Half an hour later, Samanski and Peters returned with damp, curled
COA hastily typed up.
“After conferring with the men, Sir,” Peters began, “we believe this
might provide a perfect opportunity for target practice.”
Lt. Col. Jack, propped up on his cot, rubbing his aching foot that had
swelled up size. He nodded. “Continue.”
“We’re suggesting an L-shape ambush. Crosshatch firing range. Use of
night scope equipment. Light rifles, maybe throw in few M-16’s, maybe an
M-70 grenade launcher for fun. Let the guys roast the pig as a prize.”
“No more pigs. I got gouged on the disbursement for the last one.”
“Well then, sir, I believe a goat would be more economical.”

V

That evening at General Duc’s, Lt. Col. Jack was once again on edge in
the luxury that Duc surrounded himself with. He worried that he had not
shaved closely enough, or that, God forbid, the rotting flesh on his foot
reeked despite the cologne he had soaked the bandages in.
A flotilla of white-jacketed servants glided through the room, refilling his
glass after each sip — glass after glass of the finest French champagne, so dry
that Lt. Col. Jack was more parched the more he drank. A long, polished
teak table was set with the most exquisite French crystal and china, gleaming
silver candelabra, satiny perfumed flowers. When dinner was served, Duc’s
three mistresses filed in, each wearing a jewel-tone silk sheath — one in
green, one in yellow, one in red — each lovelier than the last. But this night,
as the three lined one side of the table, fourth appeared and sat alone on
the opposite side.
Lt. Col. Jack, at the far end of the long table, could not take his eyes off
her. Not as beautiful as the others, she had a wide mouth with full lips, her
hair sloppily pinned back so that wisps of it fell across her face. She wore an
orange dress with long dark stripes winding around her full hips and lowslung potbelly. Unlike the others, who kept their eyes demurely down, this
one stared full on at Lt. Col. Jack, who grew so self-conscious that he
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dropped his escargot tongs and sent a buttered shell spinning across the floor.
When a plate of noodles was served, she pinched a strand between her long,
black-lacquered fingernails, tilted back her head, opened her wide mouth,
and coiled the noodle on her tongue, getting sauce on her cheeks and chin.
For the first time since he had been in Viet Nam, Lt. Col. Jack regretted
his abstinence from the local women. He longed for this one’s greasy chin
and potbelly pressing against him on a cold night, or even a hot one for that
matter.
After dinner, the women retired, and the two men moved to the library,
where a fire was roaring, and brandy and cigars waited.
“A new mistress?” Lt. Col. Jack asked.
General Duc was staring gloomily out the French windows, the pink,
pink of raindrops on the glass like woman’s whisper. "Merde! Rain again!”
He turned back into the room. “Mistress? Oh, no, Tien is the sister I told
you about. But an interesting one, no? Not sugar like the others but freshly
grated nutmeg. Invigorating the blood, yes?” He winked lewdly, and now Lt.
Col. Jack was the one who turned towards the window.
“It’s raining again,” he said. “I wonder where the tiger is.”
“My jeep, she will get stuck in the mud when I go on rounds,” Duc
said.
Far away Lt. Col. Jack picked out the sound of semi-automatic weapons
fire.
“Why not spend the night at the villa?” Duc said behind him. “I can
promise hot water, down pillows, the warm body of Miss Tien.”
Lt. Col. Jack pressed his forehead against the cool, damp glass. “You
know I’m a married man, General Duc.”
“We are all married to something,” Duc said.
Lt. Col. Jack said nothing.
Duc sighed. “What is it that you will do when you leave here, my
friend?”
Lt. Col. Jack, who normally dismissed personal inquiries on professional
grounds, felt strangely revealed that night. He answered as if in dream.
“They’ll squeeze a few years of teaching out of me at Fort Polk. Then when
I get my retirement, I’ll probably open a convenience store out in
Watsonville or Salinas, near my sister. Even though we aren’t especially
close.”
Duc remained silent but handed Lt. Col. Jack a small glass of something
reddish black in color.
“Vintage Port. 1931 Fonseca. She better than anything you will ever
drink again.”
Lt. Col. Jack looked at Duc as if for the first time and noticed that the
general was both smaller and sadder than he’d previously thought. “How
about you, General Duc, what will you do?”
“Me?” Duc said. “In Viet Nam, we are what we are. Unless tire war
ends, the only retirement is death.”
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Just then Lt. Col. Jack heard loud, crashing sounds — doors slamming
and voices raised in the hallway outside. The library doors were opened by a
manservant, with Major Samanski following right behind him, dressed in
green camo rain gear that dripped mud onto the polished tile floor.
“Sorry to interrupt your evening, sir, but I thought you should hear
this.”
“What?”
“The ambush, sir. We had a little glitch. The rain cut our visibility. And it
seems one of the monks found out about the ambush and set out to save the
tiger. According to my handbook, the animal is considered to be a sentient
being in Buddhist —”
“What the hell happened?”
“He was wearing orange. And he fell. They mixed him up with-or
perhaps the tiger wasn’t there-”
“What happened?”
Samanski explained. The monk was wounded. Nothing life threatening,
although medics guessed he would not recover without a limp. “Seems the
villagers are a little upset. Outright hostile might be more accurate.”
“Was the tiger hit?”
“Negative. But we think he was there. Proof being the missing goat.”

VI
Late that night, the new storm creating a surging river under his cot, Lt.
Col. Jack finally fell into a dense and fevered sleep. He dreamed of mountains
and gorges and rain, dreamed of being lost in a place that felt like home but
was clearly not home; in a shock of recognition he realized it was the enemy
country he had been told to destroy. And then his dream changed - he found
himself in a warm, dark cave lying on a bed of animal skins, the soft fur of the
pelts brushing against his bare skin. Suddenly Miss Tien was hovering over
him, crouched on all fours, and before he could stop her she lowered her
head and began to lick him, a rough lick, her tongue like fine sandpaper
tugging his skin.
Lt. Col. Jack awoke bathed in sweat and aroused. His foot throbbing
now, he called out to the PFC guarding his tent to wake the doc, and while
he was at it to wake Samanski and Peters, too.
The doc swabbed out his now engorged and infected foot, shot him in
the thigh with antibiotic and a big dose of painkiller. As the opiate locked in,
it began to wind tendrils of light shimmery stuff around Lt. Col. Jack’s
thoughts, like the candlelight on the jeweled dresses of Duc’s mistresses, and
he fell to ruminating. Time was always the great enemy. Time was as precious
a commodity as food or trucks or guns. Especially as it concerned his beloved
Army, the powers-that-be simply refused to give him enough time to
accomplish his stated mission. Lt. Col. Jack knew that, given long enough, he
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would win over the sneaky Duc, woo the licking Miss Tien, and finally win
over the whole Stone Age little country to the great US of A way. But he was
always hurried, and so shortcuts had to be taken. Sometimes bad things had
to go down for the greater good.
Peters came in wearing full uniform. Lt. Col. Jack guessed correctly that
he’ slept in it. Samanski came in wearing only his olive boxers and T-shirt,
rubbing his sleep-puffy eyes. Lt. Col. Jack was irked at Samanski, the pedant,
ever since he pulled that Buddhist commentary stuff in front of General Duc,
showing off at his expense. But the joke was on Samanski: Duc was a
staunch Catholic. He’d already promised Duc the tiger skin, head and all, to
put on the floor in front of his fireplace.
“What’s the matter, sir?”
“I ve just received classified INTEL as to the presence of Communist
elements infiltrating the village. Said presence proved by new hostility on the
part of villagers.”
“But, sir —” Samanski began.
“Tomorrow at 06:00 hours I want a truck convoy to evacuate the
villagers to a position at least ten clicks down the road. At 09:00 hours we
will call in an air raid on the village.”
“But if the villagers —” Peters said.
“And while you’re at it, tie up some livestock in the center of the village.
Confiscate it, do not expense it.”
“Yes, sir, but —”
"Sin loi. Discussion over. Carry out my orders, hear? Parlez-vous courtmartial?”
VII

Late the next afternoon, Lt. Col. Jack, eyes bloodshot from lack of sleep,
hobbled on crutches across the mountaintop LZ and boarded chopper for
his last trip out of Quang Tri and the beginning of the end of his military
life. His foot was now badly abscessed; he would have to be hospitalized in
Danang to have the rotted tissue removed before the wound could heal. Doc
said he’d be lucky if they didn’t cut the whole foot off. But Lt. Col. Jack was
philosophical, figuring that if he came away with only that in all these years,
he was one lucky dog.
At dawn that morning the villagers had been herded into trucks, forced
to leave their belongings behind. Some, the recalcitrant, were prodded along
by the nose of a rifle. Lt. Col. Jack was proud to say that there had not been
one civilian casualty during Operation Cat Paw, nothing except the sprained
ankle of one Mama-san who fell out of a truck.
As ordered, the napalm bombing, purply-red fire clouds of death, had
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been extended to a wide radius around the village due to the unofficially
verified assumption of Communist weapon caches — and the private guess on
the part of Lt. Col. Jack that the speed and alacrity of the tiger attacks meant
his lair was close by.
The rain had stopped and the sun shone on the mountaintops as the
helicopter took off, but Lt. Col. Jack strained to see through the thick, white
batting of fog that had settled into the valley, obscuring the village. He had
given strict instructions that Duc’s villa was to remain untouched, but he
could not resist the urge to see the results of his final orders. “Let’s go down
and take a quick look-see,” he said to the pilot.
“Sir, that would be extremely dangerous with the low visibility. We have
no idea about enemy positions.”
“Go down there, you chicken shit. Before I have you court-martialed!”
Lt. Col. Jack was mopping sweat off his forehead, his eyes watered, as
they passed over the villa. Through a luminous morphine vapor he spotted
Duc sprawled out on the roof of his villa with Miss Tien crouched on all
fours on top of him. Lt. Col. Jack felt a stab of jealousy. Greedy bastard. He
ordered the pilot to circle once more, still lower. It was simply Duc’s uniform
and Miss Tien’s dress that lay crumpled on top of it, under a fallen
clothesline.
Over the village, the thick fog mixed with the smoking ruins of the
buildings. Not a single structure had survived the bombing, and the outlying
rain forest was either blackened or still burning in places. As they made final
pass, Lt. Col. Jack caught a flash of bright color and wiped his eyes, squinting
to see.
“Go down there,” he said, pointing. “Lower.”
For an instant the sun broke through the fog and lit a patch of dungy,
smoldering ground. There, before Lt. Col. Jack’s disbelieving eyes, prowled
the most magnificent animal he could have imagined. The rubicund beast
picked his way through the ashes on brutish, conquering paws the size of
men’s heads. And Lt. Col. Jack laughed aloud, relentlessly, laughed as he
raked his hands over his bloodshot, swollen eyes, laughed because he
couldn’t not, until his hiccuped shuddering rose to choking howls of defeat,
laughing and uncontrollably laughing all the long way out of Quang Tri
province.
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